CHAPTER   IV
THE INDIAN IRON AND STEEL INDUSTRY

I. THE INDIGENOUS  IRON AND  STEEL  INDUSTRY  OF  INDIA
The art of smelting and fashioning iron seems to have been
known to the people of India from very early times, and it is
probable that the art was borrowed from China. It is the
opinion of many historians that the earliest weapons that figure
in the half-mythological 'records of the Mediterranean peoples
came from India. The wonderful collections of ancient arms
still found in India were made of the steel known as 'wootz'
produced in Hyderabad. They indicate that the art of damas-
cening upon soft steel was widely practised in India chiefly in
connection with arms, and bear testimony to a high degree of
skill and excellence attained by Indian workers. It may also be
mentioned that the famous iron column at the Kutab Minar
near Delhi, believed to be between 1,500 and 3,000 years old,
represents a forging weighing between seven and eight tons,
while the method by which it was produced is still a mystery to
this day.1
Another kind of evidence shows that the art of smelting was
practised as an indigenous industry in widely scattered areas.
There is hardly a district away from the great alluvial tracts
in which large and numerous slag heaps are not to be found.
Even to this day there are in existence large numbers of
diminutive blast furnaces in the wilder parts of India, particu-
larly in the Central Provinces and Orissa, which continue to
produce by wasteful methods small blooms of soft iron used
chiefly for axe-heads and ploughshares. Thus, for example, in
1916 in the Central Provinces alone nearly 4,500 tons of iron
ore were smelted in as many as 300 native furnaces.*
1 Life o/y. N. Tata, by F. R. Harris, pp. 155-56.
* Indian Munitions Board Handbook, p. 124.